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Focused Visit Only 
 Two Years Away 
 
The Higher Learning Commission of the North Central 
Association (HLC/NCA) will return to St. Norbert Col-
lege in Fall, 2005.  They will expect to see significant 
progress in strategic planning and assessment.   But 
what does HLC/NCA mean by significant progress?  
Dr. Rutter returned from the Higher Learning Commis-
sion Annual Conference in Chicago (April 13-16) con-
vinced of the following 1) the means of assessment we 
are using in the academic disciplines, general educa-
tion, student life, Mission & Heritage, and in our stud-
ies of retention and the first year experience are sound 
and likely acceptable to HLC/NCA, 2) at this stage, the 
actual means of assessment may be less important to 
HLC/NCA than our ability to document assessment ac-
tivity in every unit on campus, 3) level 3 (mature im-
plementation) is the standard against which focused 
visit teams are measuring progress, 4) written docu-
mentation of “closing the loop”, i.e. using assessment 
data for program review and improvement is key to es-
tablishing level 3 implementation, and 5) while widely 
differing interpretations of the criteria still exist, the 
most rigorous interpretation is applied frequently 
enough to merit serious attention.   Conference presen-
tations included a number of instances where a focused 
visit resulted in a required additional 3-year progress 
report—the dreaded double whammy. 
 
So what does this mean for St. Norbert College?  To 
achieve HLC/NCA’s expectations regarding student 
outcomes assessment, SNC will need to show the site 
team at least four things: 
 
1) An assessment plan for each academic disci- 
      pline and student life program that includes assess-  
      ment of intended student learning outcomes; 
 
2)  Evidence of data collection and analysis by 
      each unit; 
3)  Written evidence that each unit has used the data  
      for program review and/or improvement, and finally; 
4)  Written evidence of institutional use of assessment  
      data in decision-making.  
 
With relatively few exceptions, every campus unit made 
progress on assessment this academic year.  A number of 
majors revised or adopted new assessment plans.  Impor-
tant conversations about intended learning outcomes 
took place in many academic programs and among 
groups of faculty teaching general education courses.  Gs 
5, Upper Gs 1, and  Gs 12 faculty discussed the implica-
tions of assessment data collected during the Fall semes-
ter. Student Life staff continued to glean important new 
insights about SNC students’ personal growth and devel-
opment from their individual program assessments as 
well as their integrated focus on retention and students’ 
first year experience.  Dr. Lukens, Dr. Marsden, and the 
Institutional Effectiveness Team wish to commend and 
thank those faculty and staff who have contributed to the 
College’s assessment efforts to date.  
 
While these are important accomplishments, they are not 
enough to satisfy HLC/NCA.  Dr. Marsden has indicated 
that he will make assessment and the focused visit a high 
priority when he assumes the role of Dean/AVP in July.  
Dr. Lukens and Dr. Marsden have discussed assessment 
at length and agree that, in order for St. Norbert College 
to be ready for the focused visit in 2005, we will need to 
move quickly to the next step—data collection and 
analysis.  To ensure that St. Norbert College is making 
adequate progress, the OIE suggests a simple timeline.  
For Discipline Coordinators and Division Chairs, this 
timeline could serve as a yardstick for determining 
whether an academic, student life, or Mission & Heritage 
program is making appropriate progress toward meeting  
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HLC/NCA’s assessment expectations and whether the 
College as a whole will be prepared for our focused visit.  
Dr. Marsden has indicated that he will request an assess-
ment progress report from all academic disciplines dur-
ing the Fall semester. 
 
· By September 30, 2003 – all disciplines have final-
ized their assessment plans  
 
· By May, 2004 – all disciplines have collected at 
least one semester of direct evidence of student 
learning   
 
· By August, 2005 – all disciplines have collected a 
second year of direct evidence, analyzed all exis t-
ing data, engaged in substantive discussions about 
the implications of their student outcomes data 
for program improvement, and submitted written 
evidence of these discussions  
 
Why is assessment important? 
 
As professionals and educators, we are assessing individ-
ual student performance all of the time.  What HLC/
NCA is asking us to do is to adopt a more formalized 
process to systematically assess student learning pro-
grammatically in order to improve our teaching effec-
tiveness.  According to the Committee on the Founda-
tions of Assessment (2001), “Educational assessment 
seeks to determine how well students are learning and is 
an integral part of the quest for improved education.  It 
provides feedback to students, educators, parents, policy-
makers, and the public about the effectiveness of educa-
tional services.”  Palomba and Banta (2001) continue, 
“While educators have been looking at assessment with 
feedback as a way to increase learning for individual stu-
dents and at the result of assessing groups of students as 
a source of guidance for improving instruction, 
stakeholders in the external community have called for 
assessment to provide evidence of accountability.”     
 
Given our recent budget situation, are  expectations 
for program improvement reasonable? 
 
While some of the larger issues (e.g. staffing) may not be 
able to be addressed immediately, many program im-
provements can be made within present resources (e.g. 
new emphases, greater attention to specific competencies 
within courses, course sequence).  Moreover, good as-
sessment data can provide powerful support when disci-
plines make their case for new or additional resources.     
 
 Why is accreditation important? 
 
As the earlier citations attest, it is hard to separate assess-
ment from accreditation.  While we should never forget 
that assessment is first and foremost for improving teach-
ing and learning, we can not ignore the need for SNC to 
retain its NCA accreditation.  According to Lenn (1990), 
“Accreditation is essentially a non-governmental, volun-
tary, and self-regulatory approach to quality assessment 
and enhancement which clearly reflects the divergent, 
semiautonomous character of American higher educa-
tion.”  In general, accredited status 1) attests to the educa-
tional quality of the institution, 2) confirms that the insti-
tution’s activities have undergone external evaluation and 
were found to be consistent with expectations for quality 
in U.S. higher education, 3) provides a stimulus for self-
evaluation and improvement, and 4) enables the institu-
tion to become eligible for government funding.        
 
Help is available 
 
To accomplish what needs to be done, some campus units 
may need additional expertise or financial resources.  
Help is available.  Members of the Institutional Effective-
ness Team can and will help you design or revise your 
discipline assessment plan, identify potential sources of 
evidence, or create instruments for data analysis.  In addi-
tion, the OIE has funds which can be used to purchase or 
create assessment instruments, hire temporary clerical 
support to create data bases, fund summer assessment 
projects, or underwrite discipline assessment retreats.    
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